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“This is my first PAX, and I’m actu-
ally shocked and amazed and pleas-
antly surprised at what I’ve seen—sort 
of an ‘E3 lite,’ we could say. PAX is still 
a little crazy, but it’s also more down 
to earth, which I like.”

Since the breakdown of E3, many 
smaller shows have attempted to step 
up in its place, but support from the 
industry has been mixed at best. For 
now, at least, PAX is the brightest 
beacon for gamers to follow. 

White and Nerdy

Many great works of art have been 
created through real-life inspiration; 
music is no exception. No matter 
what genre a musician subscribes to, 
they all use life experiences to shape 
their work. Some inspiration can 

come from personal experiences, 
while others are a little more obscure. 
So when musicians start taking their 
inspiration from teenage afternoons 
playing Super Mario Brothers in the 
basement, they create a new style of 
music—one that spans many different 
genres, from rock to folk to hip-hop, 
and which reference topics like comic 
books, video games, Star Trek and Star 
Wars. This “Nerdcore” genre has been 
a part of PAX since its inception.

“We understand that it’s a blooming 
genre, and we’re in total support of 
that,” Krahulik says. “It’s very diverse. 
John Coulton, for example, is very 
nerd-folk. His show was amazing.”

As a sign of this support, every 
iteration of the event has brought new 
Nerdcore artists with varying styles, 
from videogame music cover bands 
like the OneUps and the Minibosses, 
to folk singers like John Coulton, to 
Nerdcore rappers like Optimus Rhyme 
and MC Frontalot. While their music 

can be drastically different, they have 
all been inspired by their inner nerd.

“I always just wrote songs about 
things that are interesting enough for 
me to sustain a 300-word song,” says 
Hess, a Nerdcore rapper from Brooklyn 
whose career was helped by support 
from Penny Arcade. “Those just hap-
pened to all be dorky topics. I’ve always 
been a nerd: I started the Monty Python 
Fan Club at my high school, collected 
Star Wars toys and comic books. I had 
a few friends, but we all just played 
Commodore 64 together.”

Hess’ musical aspirations began 
as a side project in high school and 
throughout college. He and his friends 
would write and record original 
rock and pop operas in the sum-
mers, recording them on his home 
computer. An avid rapper, he soon  

developed a rap persona for himself, 
MC Frontalot, and used sight gags to 
give it personality.

“I’d put up pictures of other rappers 
with their faces blurred and go ‘That’s 
me!’” Hess admitted. “I’d take inter-
views from Vibe magazine with Snoop 
Dogg and erase all his answers and put 
my own answers in, blurred his face 
out. That was what my website was 
like—had about five songs on it.”

In 2000, Hess put his song “Yo, 
Lazers” on www.songfight.org, a web-
site where musicians would create 
songs based on provided titles and 
enter their work into competition to be 
voted on by the Internet at large—sort 
of like Iron Chef meets online musical. 
The song was fairly popular among lis-
teners, but it wasn’t until the song was 
linked by Penny Arcade that it hit criti-
cal mass.

“Suddenly, thousands and thou-
sands of people knew who I was, 
and the song was on MP3-stealing  

networks, and suddenly I was this 
person with an Internet presence,” 
Hess recounts, still taken aback by it. “I 
wasn’t really a band; I was just making 
songs on the Internet for people for 
free. But they started having the Penny 
Arcade Expo, so I started playing that. 
Then I got more shows, and interest 
kept building, and people asked me 
when they could buy a CD from me. 
Ever since then, I haven’t had to do 
any other work, so now I spend all my 
time trying to do the music as well as 
I can.”

Since the birth of PAX, the musical 
performances have been one of the 
expo’s biggest attractions. As the genre 
grows, so does its fan base, reaching 
beyond just nerds and capturing the 
attention of many just looking for a 
good tune.

Game Over

Besides a cramped leg and a case 
of cabin fever, the drive back from 
Seattle gave me a lot of time to 
reflect on what I experienced at 
PAX. I learned that 40 000 gamers 
in one place will never be quite 
what you expect. Running from 
panels to concerts, Q&A sessions to 
lines on the exhibition floor, you 
find out that a convention like PAX 
is a lot more work than you would 
think.  Hearing guys like profes-
sional nerd and former Star Trek star 
Will Wheaton discuss politicians, 
and watching John Coulton or The 
Minibosses rock out to nerd music, 
shows that that being a nerd or 
gamer doesn’t mean what it used to. 
Its definition is changing, becom-
ing wider and more diverse in its 
scope. From music to religion to sick 
children, it’s slowly affecting every 
aspect of daily life.

“Suddenly thousands and thousands of people knew 
who I was, and [my] song was on MP3-stealing 
networks, and suddenly I was this person with an 
internet presence.”

MC Frontalot on Penny Arcade’s role in his success

A
rguably the most 
important event 
that the Penny 
Arcade crew has 

organized is an annual 
holiday charity drive called 
Child’s Play. The program 
was set up in 2003 as “a 
game industry charity dedi-
cated to improving the lives 
of children with toys and 
games in our network of over 
40 hospitals worldwide.” 
With the help of reader 
donations and corporate 
sponsorships, the charity 
has raised millions of dollars’ 
worth of cash and toys, all of 
which goes towards helping 
sick children through hard 
times.

While the cause is noble, 
its creation was at least 
partly in response to the 
negative attention video 
games receive in main-
stream press, such as an 
article written in 2003 by Bill 
France of the Washington 
Herald about ultra-violent 
video games (in which 
France wrote, “Video games 
laced with human atrocities 
help young, impressionable 
people practice killing with-
out care”).

In response, Holkins and 
Krahulik put their faith in 
their readership, asking for 
donations in the form of 
toys and games to be dis-
tributed among the kids 

being treated at the Seattle 
Children’s Hospital.

At the time, Holkins wrote, 
“Penny Arcade has a read-
ership of something like 
4.5 million gamers across 
the world. We are arguably 
the largest community of 
gamers on the Internet. Let’s 
give these kids the Christmas 
that they deserve, and let’s 
give the newspapers a dif-
ferent kind of story to write 
about gamers.”  In 2006, the 
program raised more than  
$1 million, and it isn’t stop-
ping there.

 “We’d like to have it in 
every state; we haven’t 
quite gotten there yet,” said 
Kristin Lindsay, project man-
ager for Penny Arcade. “I’m 
definitely working on repre-
sentation in every province 
as well. So you’ll see more 
of a concentration on North 
America this year, and then 
the entire globe.”

Think of the children

Since its creation, the topics of Penny Arcade’s comics have 
spanned from obscure references on the antics video game 
developers and industry bigwigs, to more accessible commentar-
ies on Hollywood film plots and Girl Scout cookie cartels. What 
started as a humble project between a duo of gaming geeks has 
exploded into a cultural phenomenon that, in addition to PAX, 
hosts a website that receives over 2 million page views per day, 
and a multimillion-dollar children’s charity.
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